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Abstract

This research is a critical review of the history of the United Nations during the
80 years, from its establishment in San Francisco 1945 to becoming today’s world
governance. They were set up after the Second World War as a second line of
offence to prevent the world from going to war again, and for justice and human
rights. The OAU has been a major player in decolonisation, humanitarian aid,
norm formation and multilateralism but has also been heavily criticised for
institutional gridlock, selective interventions and its inability to stem prolonged
conflicts. This paper sets out the accomplishments and failures of the UN against
this broader canvass of theory in international relations as such) and some major
theoretical perspectives, principally liberal institutionalism to evaluate the role of
the organization in promoting cooperation while being sensitive to realist
criticisms that emphasize power politics and structural inequalities within the
Security Council. The methodological approach interconnects a qualitative-
historical institutional analysis with a comparative case study analysis. It
examines the organization’s evolving patterns of peacekeeping, humanitarian
intervention, and norm-creation through evidence such as archival materials, UN
resolutions and General Assembly debates, and secondary scholarly works.
Examples (of both success and failure in Namibia and East Timor; Rwanda,
Bosnia, and Syria) help to pin down the performance of the UN on the basis of
its track record. The research presents a unique approach through its 80year study
of UN performance across different governance areas while examining current
discussions about institutional reform and the changing global power dynamics.
The research evaluates the United Nations through a comprehensive framework
that examines peace initiatives and justice systems and institutional stability. The
research demonstrates how emerging powers and nationalist movements and new
global threats including climate change and pandemics transform the United
Nations' position in modern times.The research demonstrates that the United
Nations functions as a contradictory organization because it maintains essential
global authority but faces limitations from institutional stagnation. The UN has
evolved from its San Francisco origins to present day while demonstrating both
the lasting value of multilateral cooperation and the persistent nature of
international power dynamics.
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1. Introduction

In June 1945, in the wake of the most devastating
conflict in human history, delegates from 50
nations gathered in San Francisco to create what
they hoped would be a lasting foundation for
peace. The result was the Charter of the United
Nations, a document that established an
international organization unlike any before it one
designed not only to prevent another world war,
but also to promote human rights, uphold
international law, and foster economic and social
development. The horrors of two world wars, and
the catastrophic failure of the League of Nations,
had revealed the dangers of uncoordinated global
governance and the necessity of collective security
mechanisms. The United Nations (UN), which
officially came into existence on October 24,
1945, was born out of both optimism and urgency:
the belief that the international community could
build a better world through cooperation,
dialogue, and legal norms.

Eighty years later, the UN occupies a central but
contested place in global politics. It has grown
from 51 founding members to 193 member states,
and its presence is felt in nearly every corner of the
globe through its peacekeeping missions,
humanitarian assistance, development programs,
human rights advocacy, and coordination of
multilateral agreements. Over the decades, the UN
has helped manage conflicts, facilitated the
independence of more than 80 former colonies,
supported global health initiatives, and laid down
the normative architecture of modern
international relations from the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights to the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs).

Yet despite these achievements, the UN has also
faced persistent criticism, particularly in the past
two decades. Its credibility has been undermined
by institutional stagnation, geopolitical divisions
among major powers, and repeated failures to
prevent or stop mass atrocities, such as those in
Rwanda (1994), Bosnia (1995), Syria (2011-
present), and ongoing crises in Palestine, Sudan,
and Ukraine. The Security Council arguably the
most powerful arm of the UN has been frequently
paralyzed by the veto power of its five permanent
members (P5), making swift and decisive action

nearly impossible in many of the world's most
urgent situations. In parallel, financial shortfalls,
bureaucratic  inefficiencies, and  politicized
appointments have raised questions about the
UN’s operational effectiveness and legitimacy.
This research paper explores the dual legacy of the
United Nations by tracing its evolution over 80
years from its hopeful origins in San Francisco to
its complex and often contradictory role in the
contemporary international system. The study
takes a critical vyet balanced approach,
highlighting both the organization’s
accomplishments in peacekeeping,
humanitarianism, and norm-building, as well as its
failures to deliver on core promises of justice,
security, and equity. Special attention is given to
how power asymmetries and political interests
particularly among the P5 have shaped the UN’s
actions and inactions.

The paper is guided by key theoretical
perspectives in international relations, especially
liberal institutionalism, which sees institutions
like the UN as mechanisms to facilitate
cooperation, reduce anarchy, and promote shared
norms. Liberal theorists argue that despite the lack
of a world government, international
organizations can mitigate conflict and build
interdependence. However, this optimistic view is
critically examined through the lens of realism,
which emphasizes the primacy of state interests,
the inevitability of power politics, and the
limitations of institutions that lack enforcement
power. Realist critiques are particularly useful in
explaining the recurrent gridlock within the
Security Council and the selective nature of
humanitarian interventions. Additionally, post-
colonial and constructivist insights are introduced
to examine how global norms are constructed,
contested, and often shaped by dominant powers.
Methodologically, this paper employs a
qualitative-historical ~ institutional  analysis,
combined with comparative case study
evaluation. Drawing on primary sources including
UN General Assembly debates, Security Council
resolutions, and archival material as well as
secondary academic literature, the research
analyzes both the performance and limitations of
the UN across various governance areas. Case
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studies include successful interventions (e.g.,
Namibia, East Timor) and high-profile failures
(Rwanda, Bosnia, Syria) that illustrate the
complexity of the UN’s role in responding to
international crises.

In its final sections, the paper addresses
contemporary debates surrounding institutional
reform, including the call for Security Council
expansion, democratization of decision-making,
and the creation of a more agile, accountable UN
system. It also considers the pressures posed by
emerging global threats such as climate change,
pandemics, cyber warfare, and nationalist-populist
movements and their impact on the UN's ability
to remain a relevant force for peace and
cooperation.

Ultimately, the United Nations presents a
paradox: it remains the most inclusive and
symbolically powerful international institution,
yet it is increasingly seen as ineffective and
outdated. This paper argues that the UN's future
hinges on its ability to reconcile this contradiction
by embracing reform, adapting to a multipolar
world, and reaffirming the founding values of the
UN Charter, even amid global instability and
division. The UN’s 80-year journey is not just a
story of institutions, it is a reflection of humanity’s
ongoing struggle to govern itself collectively, fairly,
and peacefully.

The Birth of the United Nations (1945-1960)
1.1 Historical Context: The Collapse of the Old
Order

The founding of the United Nations in 1945 was
not merely a reaction to the devastation of the
Second World War, but a pivotal moment in the
long evolution of international governance. To
understand the UN’s origins, one must situate it
within the broader historical arc of the 20th
century’s first half a period characterized by
intense geopolitical rivalry, the collapse of
empires, two global wars, and failed attempts to
build a durable peace. The UN emerged out of the
ruins of the international order that had preceded
it, seeking to both correct the mistakes of the past
and create a more just and stable global system for
the future.

1.1.1 The League of Nations and Interwar
Fragility

The most direct institutional predecessor to the
United Nations was the League of Nations,
established in 1920 after World War I through the
Treaty of Versailles. Championed by U.S.
President Woodrow Wilson as part of his vision
for a liberal international order based on collective
security and self-determination, the League aimed
to prevent future wars through diplomacy,
arbitration, and mutual guarantees of peace.
However, the League’s success was hampered from
the outset by fundamental weaknesses. The
United States never joined, due to isolationist
sentiment in Congress, undermining the League's
legitimacy and authority. Moreover, the League
lacked enforcement mechanisms and depended
on the voluntary cooperation of its member states.
Its decisions were non-binding, and its response to
violations of international law such as Japan’s
invasion of Manchuria (1931), Italy’s invasion of
Ethiopia (1935), and Germany’s aggressive
expansion was largely ineffective. By the time
World War II erupted in 1939, the League had
lost all credibility as a guarantor of peace. Its
failure became a cautionary tale for future
institutional design.

1.1.2 The Breakdown of Global Order

The interwar period also revealed the structural
fragility of the world’s political and economic
systems. The Great Depression of the 1930s led to
mass unemployment, the collapse of global trade,
and a loss of faith in liberal democracies. In this
environment, authoritarian regimes gained
traction, including Nazi Germany under Adolf
Hitler, Fascist Italy under Benito Mussolini, and
militarist Japan.

These regimes aggressively pursued expansionist
agendas, challenging the existing norms of
international law and sovereignty. The response
from other states was marked by appeasement and
paralysis, demonstrating a clear inability to
confront aggression collectively. The outbreak of
World War II in 1939 just two decades after the
"war to end all wars" was not just a military
catastrophe; it was a profound failure of
international diplomacy and institutional design.
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The war itself reached a scale of violence and
destruction previously unimaginable. It resulted in
over 70 million deaths, widespread famine,
genocide including the Holocaust and the use of
nuclear weapons for the first time in history. The
human cost of the war generated a moral urgency
and political necessity to prevent such horrors
from ever occurring again. The war also
underscored the interdependence of states:
conflict in one region had global repercussions,
and isolationism was no longer a viable option in
an interconnected world.

1.1.3 Wartime Alliances and the Seeds of
Cooperation

Even before the war ended, Allied leaders
recognized the need for a new global institution
that would avoid the failures of the League of
Nations. Throughout the war, several key
conferences laid the groundwork for what would
become the United Nations.

® The Atlantic Charter (1941), signed by
U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt and
British ~ Prime  Minister = Winston
Churchill, set out principles for the post-
war world, including the right to self-
determination, economic cooperation,
and disarmament.

e The Declaration by United Nations
(1942) saw 26 nations pledge to uphold
the Atlantic Charter and continue the
fight against the Axis powers. This was the
first official use of the term "United
Nations."

o At the Tehran (1943) and Yalta
Conferences (1945), the major Allied
powers especially the United States, the
United Kingdom, and the Soviet Union
debated the structure and purpose of the
post-war international system. Despite
deep ideological differences, there was
consensus on the need for an organization
that could ensure collective security and
facilitate post-war reconstruction.

These wartime discussions were shaped by both
realist and liberal impulses. On the one hand,
states acknowledged the need to manage power
politics through institutional frameworks an

inherently realist concern. On the other, there was
growing belief in the liberal ideal that
cooperation, interdependence, and shared rules
could build a more peaceful and prosperous
world.

1.1.4 The Rise of Multilateralism and the Post-
War Vision

As the war drew to a close, there was a unique
alignment of political will, moral conviction, and
strategic foresight among the victorious Allied
powers. The devastation of World War II had
made it abundantly clear that peace could not be
left to chance or bilateral diplomacy alone. It
needed to be institutionalized embedded in
norms, structures, and processes that could outlast
the shifting preferences of individual states.

The post-war vision was ambitious. It was not only
about preventing war but also about transforming
global relations. The proposed organization
would promote economic development, prevent
human rights abuses, support decolonisation,
and manage the emerging Cold War tensions, a
task that would prove far more complex than
anticipated.

The founding states also sought to balance
sovereignty with international accountability.
They recognized that states needed to retain
independence, but that absolute sovereignty had
enabled atrocities, including genocide and
aggressive warfare. Thus, the new international
order would promote a rules-based system, in
which no nation however powerful would be
entirely above international law.

1.2 The San Francisco Conference and the
Charter of the United Nations

The San Francisco Conference of 1945, officially
known as the United Nations Conference on
International Organization, was the culmination
of years of diplomatic planning, wartime
cooperation, and ideological debates about the
nature of the international order that would
follow the Second World War. It was here that the
Charter of the United Nations was finalized laying
the groundwork for the most ambitious and
comprehensive international organization ever
attempted. The conference did not simply create a
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new institution; it sought to rewrite the rules of
global governance, to reconcile the competing
demands of power and principle, and to provide a
common foundation for peace, development, and
human dignity.

1.2.1 Precedents and Preparatory Steps: From
Dumbarton Oaks to Yalta

Before the San Francisco Conference could take
place, extensive groundwork had been laid.
Between  August and  October 1944,
representatives from the United States, the United
Kingdom, the Soviet Union, and China met in
Washington, D.C. at the Dumbarton Oaks
Conference, where they drafted initial proposals
for a new international organization. These
proposals envisioned a General Assembly with
broad deliberative powers and a Security Council
with primary responsibility for international peace
and security, including enforcement authority and
the use of military force.

While the Dumbarton Oaks proposals established
the skeleton of the United Nations, there were
numerous unresolved questions especially
concerning the voting structure of the Security
Council, the role of regional organizations, and
the extent of the powers to be given to the General
Assembly. These issues were taken up again during
the Yalta Conference in February 1945, where
Franklin D. Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and
Joseph Stalin negotiated a series of critical
compromises. One of the most contentious
agreements reached was on the veto power for the
five permanent members of the Security Council
(P5). While controversial, the veto was accepted as
a political necessity to ensure the continued
participation of the great powers in the new
system. It reflected a realist calculation: the
organization could not function effectively
without the backing of the world's most powerful
states.

1.2.2 The San Francisco Conference: Structure,
Scope, and Delegations

The San Francisco Conference officially opened
on April 25, 1945, just weeks before the end of
the war in Europe. It was attended by 850
delegates from 50 Allied nations, representing

over 80% of the world’s population at the time.
Observers from numerous non-governmental
organizations and press agencies were also present,
making it one of the most globally inclusive
gatherings of its time.

The timing of the conference was both symbolic
and practical. On one hand, it was held in the
spirit of optimism that the war was ending and a
new era could begin. On the other hand, it took
place under the shadow of massive destruction,
ongoing hostilities in the Pacific, and deep
ideological divisions among the major powers.
Furthermore, the sudden death of U.S. President
Franklin D. Roosevelt just weeks before the
conference cast a somber mood over the
proceedings. Roosevelt had been a central
visionary of the United Nations, and his absence
raised uncertainty about the U.S.s long-term
commitment to the project under new President
Harry S. Truman.

Despite these tensions, the conference was a
remarkable feat of diplomacy. Over two months,
the delegates debated, amended, and ultimately
adopted the Charter of the United Nations. The
final Charter was signed on June 26, 1945, and
came into force on October 24, 1945, after being
ratified by the five permanent members and a
majority of the other signatories.

1.2.3 Institutional Framework of the United
Nations

The Charter established six principal organs of
the United Nations:

1. The General Assembly Composed of all
member states, each with one vote, the
General Assembly was given responsibility
for deliberation, budgetary matters, and
the  promotion of  international
cooperation. While its resolutions are
non-binding, it has moral and symbolic
authority and can recommend collective
measures.

2. The Security Council This body was
given the most direct powers over
international peace and security. It
consists of 15 members, including five
permanent members with veto power (the

U.S., the UK., the USSR, China, and
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France) and ten non-permanent members
elected by the General Assembly for two-
year terms. It alone can authorize the use
of force, impose sanctions, or mandate
peacekeeping operations.

3. The Economic and Social Council
(ECOSOC) This body was tasked with
coordinating the economic, social, and
humanitarian work of the UN and its
specialized agencies, such as the WHO,
UNESCO, and ILO.

4. The International Court of Justice (ICJ)
Seated in The Hague, the IC] serves as the
judicial arm of the UN, settling legal
disputes between states and issuing
advisory opinions.

5. The Trusteeship Council Originally
created to oversee the administration of
trust territories (mostly former colonies),
it has been largely inactive since the last
trust territory, Palau, gained
independence in 1994.

6. The Secretariat Headed by the Secretary-
General, the Secretariat is the UN'’s
administrative arm. The Secretary-
General serves as both an administrator
and a moral voice, often playing a
mediating role in global crises.

This institutional design was unprecedented in its
scope and ambition. It aimed to be both inclusive
and functional providing a forum for all states
while ensuring that the most powerful nations
remained engaged.

1.2.4 Core Principles of the Charter

The Charter’s Preamble articulates a vision that

remains powerful even today:
“We the peoples of the United
Nations, determined to save
succeeding generations from the
scourge of war... to reaffirm faith in
fundamental human rights... and to
promote social progress and better
standards of life in larger freedom...”

The four core purposes of the United Nations

(Article 1) include:

1. Maintaining international peace and
security

2. Developing friendly relations among
nations

3. Achieving international cooperation in
solving international problems

4. Being a center for harmonizing the
actions of nations

The Charter also outlines key principles of
international conduct, including:
e Sovereign equality of all member states
(Article 2.1)
® Peaceful settlement of disputes (Article
2.3)
o Nonrintervention in matters within the
domestic jurisdiction of any state (Article
2.7)
® The prohibition of the threat or use of
force (Article 2.4)
However, the Charter also includes Chapter VII,
which allows the Security Council to take binding
enforcement  actions  including  military
interventions when peace is threatened. This
introduces a builtin tension between state
sovereignty and collective security, a tension that
would become more pronounced in the decades
to follow.

1.2.5 Political Bargains and Ideological Trade-
offs

While the San Francisco Conference achieved
remarkable consensus, it also reflected deep
geopolitical compromises. The veto power was
perhaps the most controversial feature of the
Charter. Smaller nations feared that it would allow
the great powers to dominate decision-making and
block action even in the face of clear violations of
international law. However, without the veto, the
P5 likely would not have joined the organization
risking a repeat of the League of Nations' failure
due to U.S. non-participation.

Another compromise involved the balance
between the binding authority of the Security
Council and the symbolic inclusivity of the
General Assembly. While the Security Council
could authorize enforcement measures, the
General Assembly was largely advisory in function.
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This dual structure allowed for both effective
crisis response (in theory) and broad-based
legitimacy.

1.3 Normative Foundations: Sovereignty,
Cooperation, and Universalism

At its core, the United Nations Charter is more
than a legal document, it is a statement of
normative ambition. It envisions a world in which
independent states can cooperate to maintain
peace, protect human rights, and promote
development, all while respecting each other’s
sovereignty. However, these aspirations were born
into a world still shaped by realpolitik, colonial
domination, and structural inequality. This
section explores the theoretical and normative
foundations upon which the UN was built,
particularly the tensions between sovereignty and
intervention, the promise of universal human
rights, and the evolving commitment to collective
security and cooperation.

1.3.1 The Centrality of Sovereignty

Sovereignty, the principle that each state has
supreme authority within its borders and freedom
from external interference, was enshrined at the
heart of the UN Charter. Article 2(1) declares the
sovereign equality of all its members, establishing
the foundational norm that every state, regardless
of power, size, or wealth, is legally equal in the eyes
of international law.

This reaffirmation of sovereignty reflected both
historical context and political necessity. After
centuries of empire and colonization, many states,
especially those newly liberated or seeking
independence, viewed sovereignty as a form of self-
preservation. For major powers like the United
States and the Soviet Union, sovereignty protected
their strategic autonomy in a rapidly polarizing
post-war world.

Yet the UN’s commitment to sovereignty was not
absolute. Article 2(4) prohibits the threat or use
of force against the territorial integrity or political
independence of any state, while Article 2(7)
restricts the UN from intervening in matters
“essentially within the domestic jurisdiction” of
states. However, both are constrained by Chapter
VII, which permits collective action when peace is

threatened. This contradiction reflects the UN'’s
attempt to balance the protection of sovereignty
with the demands of collective responsibility and
global order.

As such, the Charter embodies what some scholars
call the “sovereignty paradox”states are both the
subjects and the architects of international law.
They demand protection from external
interference while simultaneously agreeing to
constrain their behavior in the interest of peace.
This tension has been a continuous source of
debate, particularly around humanitarian
intervention, peacekeeping, and the
Responsibility to Protect (R2P), which emerged
much later.

1.3.2 Collective Security and the Idea of
International Responsibility

One of the most revolutionary aspects of the UN
Charter is its commitment to collective security,
the idea that an attack on one is an attack on all,
and that states have a shared responsibility to resist
aggression and maintain peace. This principle is
embedded in Chapter VII, which gives the
Security Council the authority to investigate
threats to peace, impose sanctions, and authorize
the use of force if necessary.

The system of collective security was intended to
replace the old balance-of-power politics that had
failed so disastrously in the lead-up to both World
Wars. Instead of relying on shifting alliances, the
UN would provide a permanent mechanism for
international stability, with the Security Council
at its center.

However, this framework was limited by design.
The granting of veto power to the five permanent
members (P5) of the Security Council undermined
the universality of collective security. In practice,
the use of force or sanctions could only be
authorized if none of the P5 objected, effectively
allowing major powers to shield their interests or
their allies from international scrutiny. During the
Cold War, this often paralyzed the Security
Council, preventing it from acting in major crises
such as Hungary (1956) or Czechoslovakia (1968).
Thus, while the idea of international responsibility
is deeply embedded in the UN’s foundation, its
application has always been selective, uneven, and
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politically constrained. The ideal of collective
security remains aspirational, a powerful principle,
but often at odds with the strategic calculations of
sovereign states.

1.3.3 Human Rights and the Shift Toward
Universality

Perhaps the most radical departure from previous
international orders was the UN’s embrace of
universal human rights. For the first time, the
treatment of individuals within states became a
matter of international concern, rather than a
purely domestic affair.

The Preamble of the Charter reaffirms faith in the
“dignity and worth of the human person”, while
Articles 1 and 55 commit the organization to
promote human rights and fundamental
freedoms for all, without distinction. These
commitments led directly to the drafting and
adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR) in 1948, a document that would
become the cornerstone of the modern
international human rights regime.

The UDHR, though not legally binding at the
time, set out a comprehensive vision of civil,
political, economic, social, and cultural rights,
asserting that human dignity transcends borders
and governments. Its adoption marked a decisive
shift in international norms: from non-
interventionism to a more intrusive, moralistic
global order in which state conduct was subject to
judgment based on shared ethical standards.
However, the road to universality was far from
smooth. Critics, especially from the Global South,
argued that early human rights instruments were
Eurocentric, failing to reflect non-Western legal
traditions, religious systems, and collective notions
of rights. Others pointed to double standards, as
colonial powers like Britain and France promoted
human rights abroad while denying them to
subjects in their overseas territories.

Over time, the human rights project within the
UN would evolve, expanding to include treaty-
based institutions, such as the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)
and the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), both
adopted in 1966. These treaties, along with the

work of various UN human rights bodies, reflect
the organization’s deepening commitment to the
principle that state legitimacy depends not just on
sovereignty, but also on human rights
performance.

1.3.4 International Law and Legal Norms

In addition to its political and moral foundations,
the UN has played a pivotal role in the
development and codification of international
law. The establishment of the International Court
of Justice (IC]) created a judicial mechanism for
peaceful dispute resolution between states, while
various UN bodies have contributed to
conventions on everything from refugee
protection (1951) to the Law of the Sea (1982)
and genocide prevention.

This legal turn reflects a normative belief in the
rule of law as the foundation of international
order. Unlike previous systems, which were often
ad hoc and power-based, the UN system aspires to
a rules-based global order where even the most
powerful states are accountable to legal standards.
Still, enforcement remains an ongoing problem.
The ICJ’s jurisdiction is voluntary, and while its
judgments are binding, there is no global police
force to ensure compliance. In many cases,
particularly involving the P5 or their allies, legal
norms are subordinated to political calculations.

1.3.5 Norm Evolution: From Foundational
Principles to New Challenges

While the UN was built on mid-20th-century
norms, it has gradually incorporated new
challenges into its normative framework. Issues
such as gender equality, environmental
protection, indigenous rights, and the rights of
refugees and migrants have gained prominence,
especially in the post-Cold War era.

The concept of “Responsibility to Protect”
(R2P), formally adopted at the 2005 World
Summit, marked another major normative shift.
R2P asserts that when a state fails to protect its
population from genocide, war crimes, ethnic
cleansing, or crimes against humanity, the
international community has a responsibility to
intervene even militarily, as a last resort. Though
controversial and inconsistently applied, R2P
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represents an evolution in the understanding of
sovereignty: not as control, but as responsibility.

1.4 Early Successes and Challenges (1945-1960)

The years immediately following the establishment
of the United Nations were a period of immense
opportunity, uncertainty, and contradiction.
Emerging from the cataclysm of World War II, the
global community hoped the UN would provide a
durable framework for international peace and
cooperation. Yet from the outset, the organization
faced complex challenges: geopolitical rivalry,
institutional fragility, and the contradictions
embedded in its own design.

The first fifteen years of the UN's existence
(1945-1960) were marked by significant
achievements, particularly in the areas of
decolonization, international norm-setting,
humanitarian assistance, and the development of
peacekeeping mechanisms. However, this period
also exposed the structural weaknesses of the
organization, especially its vulnerability to Cold
War politics, the misuse of veto power, and the
mismatch between its moral ambitions and
political realities.

1.4.1 The Cold War and Institutional Paralysis
No single factor influenced the early trajectory of
the United Nations more than the onset of the
Cold War. As the alliance between the United
States and the Soviet Union broke down in the
immediate postwar period, the UN quickly
became a proxy arena for ideological
confrontation. The political polarization between
capitalist liberal democracies and communist
regimes effectively neutralized much of the
Security Council’s authority.

The veto power, designed at San Francisco to
ensure participation by the great powers, became a
tool of obstruction. Between 1946 and 1955, the
Soviet Union used its veto over 70 times, often to
block the admission of new members or
resolutions critical of its actions. The United
States and its allies would later follow suit during
decolonization and other conflicts.

This paralysis led to a shift of action toward the
General Assembly, which, while lacking binding
authority, became a platform for moral and

political consensus-building. One of the most
notable instances of General Assembly influence
was the passage of Resolution 377A (Uniting for
Peace) in 1950, which enabled the Assembly to
recommend collective measures when the Security
Council was deadlocked. It was under this
resolution that the UN intervened in the Korean
War (1950-53) arguably its most direct and

controversial use of force in this early period.

1.4.2 The Birth of UN Peacekeeping

One of the most significant innovations of the
early UN vyears was the development of
peacekeeping operations though the term itself
does not appear in the Charter. Peacekeeping
emerged as a creative interpretation of the UN’s
Chapter VI (on peaceful resolution of disputes)
and Chapter VII (on enforcement action),
evolving into a “Chapter VI¥%” activity that
involved military presence without enforcement
powers.

The first formal peacekeeping mission was
UNTSO (United Nations Truce Supervision
Organization), established in 1948 to monitor the
Arab-Israeli ceasefire in Palestine. This was
followed by the United Nations Military
Observer Group in India and Pakistan
(UNMOGIP) in 1949, which observed the
ceasefire line in Kashmir.

However, the breakthrough came in 1956, during
the Suez Crisis, when Britain, France, and Israel
invaded Egypt after President Gamal Abdel
Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal. With Cold
War tensions at a peak, the Security Council was
deadlocked. In response, Canadian Foreign
Minister Lester B. Pearson proposed the creation
of a neutral peacekeeping force to supervise the
withdrawal and maintain peace. The United
Nations Emergency Force (UNEF) was deployed,
marking the first time the UN used armed
personnel under its own command, with the
consent of the host country.

UNEPF’s relative success established peacekeeping
as one of the UN’s most enduring functions,
though it also raised questions about the limits of
impartiality, sovereignty, and political will. Still,
peacekeeping became a model for preventive
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diplomacy, a way to manage conflict in an era of
nuclear deterrence and bipolar standoff.

1.4.3 Decolonization and the Expansion of
Membership

Perhaps the UN’s most transformative impact
during this early period was in the area of
decolonization. At its founding in 1945, the UN
had 51 member states, many of them European
and still imperial powers. By 1960, this number
had grown to 99, as dozens of countries in Asia,
Africa, and the Caribbean gained independence,
often citing the UN Charter’s emphasis on self-
determination as part of their political
justification.

Article 1(2) of the Charter commits the UN to
“develop friendly relations among nations based
on respect for the principle of equal rights and self-
determination of peoples.” While this language
was deliberately vague in 1945 to accommodate
colonial powers, it became a rallying cry for anti-
colonial movements around the world.

The General Assembly played a pivotal role in this
process. It passed a series of resolutions supporting
decolonization, most notably the Declaration on
the Granting of Independence to Colonial
Countries and Peoples (Resolution 1514) in
1960. This declaration condemned colonialism as
a denial of fundamental human rights and called
for its speedy and unconditional end.

Though the UN had limited enforcement powers
to compel decolonization, its moral and political
legitimacy gave voice to formerly suppressed
peoples. Moreover, as newly independent states
joined the UN, they reshaped the organization’s
agenda, pushing for economic justice, non-
alignment, and a focus on the Global South.

1.4.4 Human Rights in a Divided World

While the early years of the UN saw the adoption
of groundbreaking human rights instruments,
such as the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR) in 1948, progress in
implementing these norms was slow and uneven.
The UDHR represented a remarkable consensus
supported by diverse traditions including liberal
democracies, socialist states, and postcolonial
leaders. However, ideological tensions quickly

emerged between those who prioritized civil and
political rights (e.g., freedom of speech, fair trial)
and those who emphasized economic, social, and
cultural rights (e.g., right to education, health
care, work). This divide mirrored the broader
Cold War dynamic: the West emphasized liberty,
the East emphasized equality, and the Global
South increasingly called for developmental rights
and economic restructuring.

Institutionally, the UN Commission on Human
Rights had limited authority, largely serving as a
forum for discussion rather than enforcement.
Still, early efforts laid the groundwork for future
treaties and monitoring bodies, and the normative
shift from state sovereignty to international
accountability had begun.

1.4.5 Structural Limitations and Growing
Criticism

Despite its symbolic importance and normative
ambition, the early UN faced serious structural
constraints:

® Dependence on major powers for
funding, military resources, and political
backing.

® Veto paralysis in the Security Council,
often leading to inaction in critical crises.

e Limited enforcement capacity, especially
regarding human rights violations and
acts of aggression.

o Overrepresentation of Western powers,
both in leadership positions and
institutional design, which would become
increasingly contested as new states
joined.

Critics from newly independent nations argued
that the UN too often served the interests of its
most powerful members. Even peacekeeping, for
all its merits, was criticized for reinforcing the
status quo rather than addressing root causes of
conflict or structural inequalities.

Expansion and Global Influence (1960-2000).
2.1 Membership Growth and the Global South’s
Rise

The period from the early 1960s to the end of the
20th century marked a transformative phase in
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the United Nations’ institutional character,
largely due to a dramatic expansion in
membership. This growth was not merely a
numerical increase but a paradigm shift in the
ideological, political, and normative orientation of
the organization. With the collapse of colonial
empires across Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and
the Caribbean, dozens of newly independent
states joined the UN, bringing with them new
priorities, grievances, and aspirations. This
expansion catalyzed a growing divide between the
developed North and the developing South,
which ultimately gave rise to the powerful political
coalition broadly referred to as the Global South.

2.1.1 The Surge of Decolonization and
Admission of New States

At its founding in 1945, the United Nations had
just 51 member states, many of which were either
colonial powers or their close allies. By 1960, the
number had grown to 99, and by the end of the
20th century, over 180 states were members.
Much of this growth was the result of the
decolonization process, particularly in Africa and
Asia, which accelerated dramatically between 1955
and 1975.

The Bandung Conference of 1955, though not a
UN event, was a pivotal moment in this trajectory.
It brought together 29 newly independent Asian
and African states and set the stage for future
collaboration in international forums like the UN.
Many of these countries would later become
influential voices in the Non-Aligned Movement
(NAM), which emerged in 1961 as a political bloc
advocating for an independent path between the
Western and Soviet spheres of influence.

At the UN, the General Assembly became the
primary venue through which these new states
expressed their political will. Unlike the Security
Council, where power remained concentrated in
the hands of the five permanent members (P5), the
General Assembly operated on the principle of
one country, one vote, giving the Global South a
numerical majority that could be used to shape
resolutions, set agendas, and pass declaratory
statements reflecting post-colonial perspectives.

The Declaration on the Granting of
Independence to Colonial Countries and
Peoples (Resolution 1514), adopted in 1960, was
a landmark achievement made possible largely due
to the voting power of newly admitted states. This
declaration formally condemned colonialism as a
denial of fundamental human rights and called for
the immediate and unconditional end to all
forms of colonial rule. Though lacking
enforcement mechanisms, its symbolic power was
immense, as it legitimized anti-colonial struggles
and framed them within the UN’s normative
discourse.

2.1.2 The Rise of the Global South: From
Numbers to Influence
The term “Global South” began to take hold in
the latter half of the 20th century to describe the
coalition of developing, post-colonial, and non-
aligned countries that emerged as a powerful bloc
within the UN. While these countries were
politically, economically, and culturally diverse,
they shared certain common goals:
® Redressing global inequalities caused by
colonialism and imperialism.
® Challenging the dominance of Western
powers in international institutions.
® DPromoting economic  sovereignty,
development aid, and fairer trade terms.
® Protecting national sovereignty from
foreign intervention and neocolonialism.

The rise of the Global South was facilitated
through group diplomacy and bloc voting, which
became effective strategies for influencing General
Assembly outcomes. Key alliances and groups such
as the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), the
Group of 77 (G-77) (formed in 1964), and later
the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) and
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC),
coordinated their voting patterns and policy
priorities to maximize impact.

The G-77, in particular, became the largest
intergovernmental coalition of developing nations
within the UN. It championed the call for a New
International Economic Order (NIEO) in the
1970s, a set of proposals aimed at restructuring the
global economy to better serve the interests of
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developing countries, including fairer trade
arrangements, technology transfers, and increased
development assistance.

While these initiatives often met resistance from
developed nations, they fundamentally changed
the rhetoric and structure of global governance.
The UN began to reflect the concerns of the
developing world more prominently, at least in its
declaratory policies. The discourse shifted from
mere peace and security to include development,
equity, self-determination, and global justice.

2.1.3 Tensions and Diverging Visions within the
UN

As membership grew and the Global South gained
influence, internal tensions within the United
Nations also increased. These tensions were not
just North-South, but often South-South, as
countries within the developing world held
differing priorities and ideologies.

For example:

e Some Global South countries prioritized
non-interference and state sovereignty,
especially those with fragile borders or
internal conflicts.

o Others emphasized human rights,
democracy, or socialist principles that
brought them into conflict with
authoritarian governments in the South.

e Economic interests also diverged: oil-rich
states had different goals than least
developed countries; emerging industrial
economies had competing interests with
agricultural exporters.

At the same time, the Western powers, particularly
the P5 members of the Security Council, sought
to maintain their influence. They often accused
the General Assembly of politicization, especially
as it became more vocal in condemning Israel,
South  African  apartheid, and Western
neocolonialism. This led to increased gridlock in
certain areas, as Western countries used financial
leverage and Security Council power to limit the
operational impact of General Assembly
resolutions.

Nonetheless, the increased visibility of the Global
South was irreversible. The UN became a forum

where postcolonial identity and South-South
solidarity could be performed and projected to the
world. This helped elevate leaders such as Kwame

Nkrumah, Jawaharlal Nehru, Gamal Abdel

Nasser, and Julius Nyerere to global prominence.

2.1.4 Institutional and Normative Consequences
The expansion of membership and the rise of the
Global South had profound institutional
consequences for the UN:

® Agenda expansion: Development, debt
relief, cultural rights, environmental
justice, and self-determination became
central to the UN’s mission.

e New institutions and programs:
UNCTAD (United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development), UNDP
(United Nations Development
Programme), and UNEP (United Nations
Environment Programme) were either
founded or greatly expanded during this
period to address new priorities.

e Shift in legitimacy norms: The growing
power of the General Assembly and the
diversity of member states challenged the
legitimacy of  Western-dominated
institutions like the Bretton Woods
system and the Security Council.

This transformation also increased pressure for
institutional reform, particularly in the Security
Council, where representation remained fixed at
15 members, with five permanent seats awarded to
the victorious powers of World War II. Calls for
greater representation of Africa, Latin America,
the Middle East, and Asia regions now home to
the majority of UN member states grew louder,
though substantial reform remained elusive.

2.2 Peacekeeping, Conflict Management, and
Institutional Innovation

The evolution of peacekeeping and conflict
management mechanisms during the 1960-2000
period stands out as one of the most visible and
dynamic developments in the United Nations’
operational history. As the UN's membership
expanded and new conflicts emerged in the wake
of decolonisation, Cold War rivalries, and ethnic
tensions, the organization was increasingly called

https://policyrj.com

| Ali & Maryam, 2025 |

Page 217


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3006-7030
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3006-7022

Policy Research Journal
ISSN (E): 3006-7030 ISSN (P) : 3006-7022

Volume 3, Issue 11, 2025

upon to play a more proactive role in stabilising
fragile states, brokering peace, and managing
international crises.

This era witnessed the institutionalization of
peacekeeping, a significant expansion in the scope
and complexity of UN mandates, and the
creation of new mechanisms and agencies that
attempted to keep pace with global needs. These
developments were accompanied by both
remarkable successes and notable failures,
underscoring the adaptive yet constrained nature
of the United Nations in an increasingly complex
international system.

2.2.1 The Expansion of Peacekeeping Mandates
Although  peacekeeping is not explicitly
mentioned in the UN Charter, the practice
evolved rapidly after the initial experiments in the
late 1940s and early 1950s. The Cold War context
required the UN to be inventive: traditional
enforcement under Chapter VII of the Charter
was often blocked by superpower vetoes in the
Security Council, so peacekeeping became a
politically acceptable “middle path”, sometimes
dubbed “Chapter VI¥2”.

In the 1960s and 1970s, the UN launched
missions that established precedents = for
multinational monitoring, disarmament, and
civil conflict management. For instance:

® The United Nations Operation in the
Congo (ONUCQ), launched in 1960, was
one of the earliest large-scale
peacekeeping operations. It tested the
limits of UN neutrality as the mission
became entangled in Cold War politics
and internal Congolese power struggles.

® The United Nations Peacekeeping Force
in Cyprus (UNFICYP), established in
1964, remains one of the longest-running
missions in UN history. It reflected a shift
toward missions aimed at preventing
renewed violence in protracted conflicts
rather than resolving root causes.

These missions began to move beyond simply
monitoring ceasefires to include more active roles
in conflict prevention, state-building, and

support for political transitions. The role of
peacekeepers  increasingly involved civilian
components, humanitarian assistance, and even
electoral observation.

2.2.2 Post-Cold War Surge in Peace Operations
With the end of the Cold War in 1989, the
geopolitical deadlock that had constrained UN
action began to ease. The early 1990s ushered in
what many analysts called a “golden age” of UN
peacekeeping. For a time, there was widespread
optimism that the Security Council could finally
act collectively to maintain peace and security.
During this period, the UN launched an
unprecedented number of operations, including:

o UNTAC (United Nations Transitional
Authority in Cambodia), deployed in
1992, was among the most ambitious
missions in  UN history, involving
demobilisation, elections, human rights
monitoring, and the repatriation of
refugees.

e UNAMET (United Nations Mission in
East Timor), in 1999, supervised a
referendum that led to East Timor's
independence from Indonesia and played
a key role in the territory’s transition to
statehood.

o ONUMOZ (United Nations Operation
in Mozambique), which successfully
oversaw the implementation of a peace
agreement and supported a peaceful post-
civil war transition.

The shift in the international environment
allowed the Security Council to adopt more robust
mandates under Chapter VII of the Charter,
authorising the use of force in some situations to
protect civilians or enforce peace agreements. This
marked a conceptual transformation of
peacekeeping from a lightly armed, neutral
observer force to a multidimensional tool of
international governance.
However, this expansion also exposed serious
limitations. The UN found itself ill-equipped to
deal with several complex emergencies:
e In Rwanda (1994), the United Nations
Assistance  Mission  for  Rwanda
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(UNAMIR) failed to prevent or intervene
effectively in the genocide of nearly
800,000 people, despite clear early
warnings.

e In Bosnia and Herzegovina (1992-1995),
the United Nations Protection Force
(UNPROFOR) was unable to stop ethnic
cleansing and the massacre in Srebrenica,
where more than 8,000 Bosniak men and
boys were killed.

e The failure to prevent atrocities in these
cases led to a crisis of credibility and
catalyzed debates around the doctrine of
sovereignty versus humanitarian
intervention.

2.2.3 Institutional Innovation and Bureaucratic
Expansion

The growing complexity of global challenges also
led to institutional innovations within the UN
system, particularly in the realm of peace and
security. New structures and agencies emerged to
support the expanding peacekeeping and conflict
management functions.

® The Department of Peacekeeping
Operations (DPKO), formally
established in 1992, provided a dedicated
bureaucratic apparatus for planning,
deploying, and managing peacekeeping
missions.

e The Department of Political Affairs
(DPA) began to play a stronger role in
preventive  diplomacy and political
analysis.

® Regional organisations, such as the
African Union, ECOWAS, and the
European Union, started collaborating
with the UN on joint missions and
operations, ushering in an era of regional-
global  peacekeeping  partnerships.

In parallel, the UN expanded its civilian and
humanitarian infrastructure. Agencies like the
United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), the Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA),
and the World Food Programme (WFP) worked

in coordination with peacekeeping missions to

provide relief, facilitate refugee returns, and
support post-conflict recovery.

These institutional expansions reflected the
growing belief that peacekeeping alone was
insufficient; what was needed was an integrated
approach involving political, security,
humanitarian, and developmental components.

224 The Rise of “Multidimensional
Peacekeeping”

By the mid-1990s, the UN began articulating a
more sophisticated model of “multidimensional
peacekeeping”, particularly in  post-conflict
societies. This model typically involved several
core elements:

e Security: Monitoring ceasefires,
disarmament,  demobilisation, = and
reintegration of combatants (DDR).

e Governance support: Assistance with
constitutional reforms, institution
building, and elections.

® Rule of law and justice: Support for re-
establishing judicial systems, transitional
justice mechanisms, and police reform.

o Human rights: Monitoring abuses,
promoting legal reforms, and building
local capacity for rights protection.

e Socioeconomic development:
Coordination of international aid and
promotion of long-term development.

These missions often operated in environments
where state institutions were weak or non-
existent, and where ethnic, religious, or political
divisions made stability difficult to achieve. While
several missions made real progress such as in
Namibia, Mozambique, and Cambodia others
floundered under the weight of unrealistic
mandates, underfunding, and lack of
international political support.

2.2.5 Challenges and Controversies
Despite the achievements, the UN’s peacekeeping
and conflict management mechanisms faced
mounting criticism toward the end of the century:
® Lack of enforcement power: In many
operations, UN troops were lightly armed
and constrained by restrictive rules of
engagement.
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o Dependence on member states: The UN
did not have a standing army and relied
entirely on voluntary troop contributions,
which often led to delays, inconsistent
training, and national caveats.
® Accountability issues: Allegations of
misconduct by peacekeepers, including
sexual exploitation and abuse, tarnished
the UN’s reputation in several countries.
e Coordination problems: The
proliferation of actors, UN agencies,
NGOs, regional bodies sometimes led to
duplication of efforts and lack of strategic
coherence.
These failures led to internal reviews, most notably
the Brahimi Report (2000), which laid out critical
reforms for improving planning, logistics, rapid
deployment, and clarity of mandates in peace
operations.

2.3 Normative Leadership: Human Rights,
Development, and International Law

From the 1960s to 2000, the United Nations
increasingly distinguished itself not only through
operations and diplomacy but also through
normative leadership the power to shape global
understandings of justice, human  dignity,
development, and legal obligations. This period
saw the UN transition from being a reactive
peacekeeping institution into a rule-making,
agenda-setting body, influencing global discourse
on human rights, development, and the structure
of international law.

As new member states joined the UN following
decolonization, and as Cold War dynamics
shifted, the organization became a central forum
for defining, codifying, and institutionalizing
shared global values, even when enforcement
mechanisms remained weak. While action was
often constrained, rhetoric and principles gained
influence demonstrating how “soft power” norms
could challenge entrenched hierarchies and
expand the boundaries of international
cooperation.

2.3.1 Human Rights as a Core Pillar
Although the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (1948) laid an early foundation, the 1960s-

2000 era saw a much deeper institutionalization of
the UN’s human rights machinery. With new
states from Africa, Asia, and Latin America
gaining membership, the human rights agenda
diversified. It no longer focused solely on civil and
political rights but expanded to include economic,
social, and cultural rights, collective rights, and
anti-colonial solidarity.

Key developments in this period include:

® The International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the
International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR),
both adopted in 1966 and entering into
force in 1976. Together with the
Universal Declaration, these form the
International Bill of Human Rights.

® Specialized human rights treaties
emerged, including the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination (1965), CEDAW (1979)
on women’s rights, and the Convention
on the Rights of the Child (1989).

o The creation of treaty-monitoring bodies
such as the Human Rights Committee,
and the use of Special Rapporteurs to
investigate  abuses and  promote
compliance.

In parallel, the UN General Assembly took strong
stances against apartheid in South Africa,
colonialism, and racism, even when these efforts
lacked enforcement teeth. Symbolically, these
positions helped frame human rights as universal
principles rather than Western ideologies.

By the late 1990s, the Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
gained more autonomy and capacity, signalling a
shift toward institutional professionalism in
human rights monitoring.

However, tensions remained. States often accused
each other of hypocrisy or politicisation. Western
countries focused on political freedoms, while
Global South states pushed back, emphasizing
development and sovereignty. The result was a
contest of priorities but one that still helped to
entrench human rights as a global norm.
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2.3.2 Development: From Modernization to
Sustainable Justice

In addition to rights, the UN became a central
actor in framing the development discourse of
the post-colonial era. For newly independent
states, development was not simply about
economic growth, it was about catching up with
the industrialized world, redressing colonial
exploitation, and asserting sovereignty over
resources.

Throughout the 1960s-1990s, the UN led or
facilitated major initiatives:

e The Development Decades (1960s-
1990s): These ten-year programs aimed to
mobilize global effort toward economic
growth in developing countries. However,
they often struggled due to Cold War
politics, underfunding, and unrealistic
targets.

® The establishment of UNCTAD (1964)
to challenge the bias of global trade and
finance systems, pushing for reforms that
would better support the Global South.

® The emergence of the New International
Economic Order (NIEO) in the 1970s
created a set of demands calling for fairer
trade terms, debt relief, technology
transfer, and stronger regulation of
multinational ~ corporations.  Though
largely blocked by Western resistance,
NIEO framed the North-South divide in
normative terms.

Importantly, the idea of development as a human
right began to take shape, culminating in the
Declaration on the Right to Development
(1986). This expanded the UN’s normative reach
by framing development as a moral and political
entitlement not just a policy goal.

By the end of the century, the UN’s development
agenda became increasingly linked to human
security, gender equality, and sustainability,
setting the stage for the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs) adopted in 2000. While not all
member states agreed on the means, the UN
remained the only forum where a shared
development vision could be negotiated and
legitimated.

2.3.3 International Law and Legal Norms
Throughout this period, the UN also strengthened
its role as a custodian of international law. This
included the promotion of treaties, dispute
resolution, and the codification of new norms.
Although the UN does not create binding law
itself, it provides the forums, procedures, and
political legitimacy through which much
international law is debated and adopted.

Key developments include:

® The expansion of multilateral treaties
under the UN umbrella, covering topics
like genocide (1948), the law of the sea
(UNCLOS), terrorism, arms control, and
the environment.

o The International Court of Justice (IC]),
while limited in enforcement, increasingly
heard disputes between states and issued
advisory opinions that shaped legal
interpretation.

® The adoption of the Rome Statute in
1998, leading to the establishment of the
International Criminal Court (ICC) the
first permanent tribunal for prosecuting
individuals for genocide, crimes against
humanity, and war crimes. Though not all
states joined, its creation was a major leap
in normative accountability.

® Jegal debates around humanitarian
intervention and the  emerging
“Responsibility to Protect” (R2P)
doctrine also began gaining traction by
the late 1990s, especially in the wake of
failures in Rwanda and Bosnia.

This era thus cemented the UN as a central legal
hub for global rule-making, even as enforcement
often remained decentralized or politically
selective.

2.3.4 The Power and Limits of Norms

The UN’s normative leadership especially in
human rights and development was not without
controversy or contradiction. On one hand, the
UN became a beacon for global justice, used by
civil society, diplomats, and activists to challenge
oppression and inequality. On the other hand, the
same norms were often used selectively, and major
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powers frequently ignored or violated them when
it suited their interests.

o The Security Council’'s unequal
structure, with veto power for the P5,
often blocked action even when norms
were clearly violated.

e Some states criticized the “double
standards” in applying human rights
norms for instance, intervention in
Kosovo vs. inaction in Rwanda.

e Many developing countries saw the
human rights agenda as dominated by
Western values, while Western countries
viewed the development agenda as
sometimes excusing authoritarianism.

Despite these tensions, the language and
legitimacy of UN norms became increasingly
central to world politics. States no longer argued
about whether rights or development mattered;
they argued about how to interpret and implement
them. This shift in discourse represents a form of
normative power: shaping the terrain on which
global politics is conducted.

2.4 Challenges, Limits, and Questioning of
Effectiveness

While the post-1960 era saw the United Nations
expand its scope, grow in membership, and evolve
normatively, it was also marked by growing
disillusionment, operational paralysis, and
criticism from both ends of the political
spectrum. The same period that witnessed
peacekeeping innovation and human rights
advancements also exposed the UN’s inherent
limitations, many of which remain unresolved.
From Security Council dysfunction to the gap
between rhetoric and reality in human rights
enforcement, the UN faced growing questions
about its credibility, legitimacy, and effectiveness
as a global governance body. These challenges were
not only external (such as geopolitical rivalry or
lack of funding), but also deeply internal: rooted
in the institution’s very design, particularly the
unequal distribution of power among states and
the bureaucratic inertia of its agencies.

2.4.1 Structural Inequality and the Security
Council Deadlock

One of the most persistent criticisms of the United
Nations has been its unequal power structure,
especially the dominance of the Permanent Five
(P5) members of the Security Council the United
States, United Kingdom, France, Russia, and
China. These countries hold veto power, which
allows any one of them to block substantive
resolutions, regardless of global consensus.

This has led to several forms of dysfunction:

® Geopolitical gridlock: During the Cold
War, the US and USSR routinely vetoed
each other’s proposals, paralyzing action
on major conflicts. Even after the Cold
War, disagreements among the P5
continued to stall action in places like
Kosovo, Iraq, and later Syria.

e Selective enforcement: Powerful states
could use the UN to justify interventions
aligned with their interests (e.g. the Gulf
War in 1991), while ignoring or blocking
action in crises where they had strategic
stakes (e.g. Rwanda 1994).

® Lack of representation: The Security
Council structure reflects the post-World
War II balance of power, not the present-
day geopolitical reality. Major regional
powers like India, Brazil, Germany, and
Nigeria have long called for Security
Council reform, arguing that current
structures exclude the Global South from
meaningful decision-making.

Although reform proposals have circulated for
decades, no consensus has emerged, largely
because the P5 must agree to any changes that
would limit their own power, an unlikely prospect.
This has created a credibility gap between the
UN’s democratic rhetoric and its oligarchic
reality.

2.4.2 Peacekeeping Failures and Operational
Opverstretch

As discussed earlier, the post-Cold War period
brought a dramatic surge in peacekeeping
missions. But with this expansion came
overextension and a series of high-profile failures
that severely dented the UN’s reputation.
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e In Rwanda (1994), despite warnings of a
planned genocide, the UN withdrew most
of its peacekeeping troops during the
height of the crisis, resulting in one of the
worst mass atrocities of the century.

® In Srebrenica (1995), UN peacekeepers in
a designated “safe zone” failed to protect
thousands of civilians from massacre
during the Bosnian War.

o In Somalia (1993), the failure of the
UNOSOM mission, combined with the
disastrous U.S. operation in Mogadishu,
led to a deep skepticism of humanitarian
intervention and damaged UN morale.

These failures revealed several systemic issues:

® Weak mandates and unclear rules of
engagement.

® Dependence on the political will and
resources of member states.

e Inadequate intelligence and logistical
capacity.

® The challenge of maintaining neutrality
in civil conflicts with no clear “peace” to
keep.

The Brahimi Report (2000) acknowledged these
failures and proposed reforms, including better
mission planning, stronger mandates, and more
predictable  funding, but implementation
remained inconsistent.
2.4.3 Bureaucracy, Inefficiency, and
Institutional Drift

Internally, the UN has long struggled with issues
of  bureaucratic  inefficiency, lack of
coordination, and institutional inertia. Its vast
network of agencies, funds, and programs each
with its own governance, budget, and agenda often
creates duplication, turf wars, and fragmented
action.

® Agencies like UNDP, UNICEF, WFP,
WHO, and UNHCR sometimes compete
for funding and visibility.

e Field operations often suffer from delayed
deployment, lack of coherence, and
overlapping mandates.

o The UN’s reliance on donor funding
means that wealthy countries can steer
priorities, often sidelining the agendas of
developing countries.

This has fueled critiques from both the Global
North and South. Some argue the UN is too slow,
bloated, and politically constrained to respond to
21stcentury crises. Others argue it is too
technocratic, insufficiently representative, and
unable to deliver on its promises of justice and
equality.

2.4.4 The Gap Between Norms and Enforcement
While the UN made major strides in articulating
human rights, environmental norms, and
development goals, it frequently lacked the tools
or political will to enforce them. Key challenges
include:

® Human rights enforcement often
depends on state cooperation; many
abusers simply ignore UN mechanisms.

e International criminal justice, even with
the ICC, remains weak and contested
especially since major powers like the US,
Russia, and China have refused to join.

o Development goals, such as those
outlined in the UN Development
Decades or the Millennium Agenda, often
remained unmet due to weak
accountability, vague commitments, and
global economic inequality.

Thus, critics argue that the UN has become
“norm-rich but action-poor” strong on values,
weak on implementation.

2.4.5 Evolving Criticisms and Crisis of
Legitimacy
By the end of the 20th century, various ideological
camps had grown frustrated with the UN:
® Realists saw it as idealistic and ineffective
in a world still driven by state interests
and power politics.
® DPost-colonial critics viewed the UN as an
extension of Western influence, where
the Global South had voice but little

power.
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e Liberal critics faulted it for failing to
uphold its own standards in the face of
genocide, dictatorship, and corruption.

o Civil society groups accused it of being
elite-driven, insufficiently transparent,
and  disconnected from  grassroots
struggles.

This convergence of criticisms points to a crisis of
legitimacy, where the UN’s symbolic authority was
often unmatched by tangible results. While the
organization remained central to global
governance, faith in its ability to deliver change
weakened, creating space for alternative forums,
regional blocs, and unilateral actions by powerful
states.

The 21st Century UN — Between Reform and
Relevance

As the United Nations entered the 2 Ist century, it
faced a dramatically shifting global landscape. The
bipolar world of the Cold War had ended, but
new multipolar tensions, non-state threats, and
transnational crises emerged in their place. The
very idea of global governance was being
challenged by nationalist backlashes, digital
disruption, and  declining faith in
multilateralism.

Within this context, the UN found itself torn
between competing demands: to remain a central
forum for diplomacy and norm-building, while
also becoming more effective, accountable, and
responsive. This chapter explores how the UN
navigated this new era — sometimes innovating,
sometimes faltering — as it struggled to remain
relevant, representative, and reformable.

3.1 New Global Challenges and Expanded
Mandates

The dawn of the 21st century did not bring the
“new world order” of stability and cooperation
that some had anticipated after the Cold War.
Instead, the international system faced a growing
number of transnational, complex, and
interdependent crises that challenged traditional
notions of state sovereignty and collective security.
For the United Nations, this meant an expanded
role and a redefinition of its purpose. While the

organization continued its traditional roles in
peacekeeping, conflict  resolution, and
humanitarian aid, the 2000s and 2010s
demanded that it engage with new types of
threats, many of them non-military and non-state
in origin, and deeply systemic in nature.

These evolving challenges reshaped the UN’s
priorities and compelled it to broaden its
mandates, often  without gaining the
corresponding resources, authority, or reform
needed to act effectively.

3.1.1 Terrorism and Asymmetric Security
Threats
The September 11, 2001 attacks in the United
States marked a turning point in global security.
The threat posed by non-state actors like al-Qaeda
reframed the concept of international peace and
security. In response, the UN Security Council
passed Resolution 1373, which created the
Counter-Terrorism Committee (CTC) and
required all states to take measures against
terrorism, including freezing assets, improving
border security, and criminalising support for
terrorist groups.
The UN became a central actor in shaping the
legal and institutional response to terrorism by:
® DPromoting global conventions and
protocols on terrorism.
® Encouraging states to align domestic
legislation with international counter-
terrorism obligations.
e Creating bodies like the UN Office of
Counter-Terrorism (UNOCT) in 2017.

However, this expanded mandate also led to
criticisms:

e Some states used counter-terrorism
language to justify repression of dissent or
minority groups.

® The UN’s counter-terrorism efforts often
lacked strong human rights safeguards.

® The organization struggled to create a
unified definition of terrorism, reflecting
deep political divisions among member
states.

This showed how even in times of urgency, the
UN’s consensus-based structure limited its
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operational clarity, especially on politically
sensitive issues.

3.1.2 Climate Change and Environmental
Governance

Climate change emerged as arguably the most
existential challenge of the 2 1st century. Although
environmental issues had been part of the UN
agenda since the 1972 Stockholm Conference, it
was in the 21st century that the crisis reached the
core of international concern.

The UN led efforts to coordinate global climate
action through the UNFCCC (United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change)
process. Key milestones include:

o The Kyoto Protocol (1997), which set the
first binding emission targets (but was
undermined by limited participation).

o The Paris Agreement (2015), which
represented a breakthrough in universal
commitment to each country submitting
Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs) to reduce emissions.

e The Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC), which
synthesizes scientific data for
policymaking, became a critical voice in
shaping climate discourse.

While the UN successfully positioned itself as a
platform for consensus, its inability to enforce
compliance or impose sanctions on polluting
countries limited its effectiveness. Furthermore:

o Wealthier nations have fallen short on
their climate finance promises to
developing countries.

e Global emissions have continued to rise
despite the UN’s efforts, highlighting the
gap between pledges and
implementation.

Still, the UN remains the most legitimate and
representative platform for global climate
negotiations, and its normative influence in
framing climate as a matter of justice, equity, and
survival has been profound.

3.1.3 Global Health Crises and the COVID-19
Pandemic

The 21st century has also been marked by public
health emergencies that exposed deep
vulnerabilities in the global system and put the
United Nations, particularly the World Health
Organization (WHOQO), at the center of crisis
response.

Earlier outbreaks like SARS (2002-2003) and
Ebola (2014-2016) hinted at the scale of future
pandemics, but it was COVID-19 (2020-2022)
that truly tested the UN’s health governance
mechanisms. During the COVID-19 pandemic:

e The WHO played a central role in
coordinating  international  health
guidelines, tracking the virus, and
advising governments.

e The UN launched the COVID-19
Response and Recovery Fund, aimed at
helping vulnerable countries manage the
health and socioeconomic fallout.

o Initiatives like COVAX were developed
to ensure equitable access to vaccines,
though in practice, vaccine nationalism
undermined those goals.

Despite its efforts, the UN faced heavy criticism
for:

® Being slow to respond in the early days of
the outbreak.

e Failing to hold powerful states
accountable for misinformation,
disinformation, or delays in reporting.

e [ts limited enforcement ability, especially
when states chose unilateral responses
over cooperation.

This highlighted the tension between the UN’s
normative authority and its operational
constraints, especially in moments of global
emergency.

3.1.4 Migration, Refugees, and Statelessness
Mass displacement due to war, persecution,
climate change, and economic crisis became a
defining feature of the 21st century. According to
UNHCR, by the mid-2020s, the number of
forcibly displaced people had exceeded 100
million for the first time in history.
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The UN’s role in managing these crises included:
o Operating refugee camps and services
through UNHCR and IOM
(International Organization for
Migration).

e Facilitating international agreements such
as the Global Compact on Refugees
(2018) and Global Compact for Safe,
Orderly and Regular Migration (2018)
both non-binding but symbolically
significant frameworks for cooperation.

e Advocating for the rights of stateless
persons, minority groups, and displaced
populations.

Yet, the global response remained fragmented:

e Host countries often faced overwhelming
pressure with limited support.

e Developed nations increasingly adopted
restrictive asylum policies, undermining
global burden-sharing.

e Rising anti-immigrant sentiment and
xenophobia in various regions challenged
the UN’s human rights narrative.

This area became a clear example of how moral
leadership alone was not enough without binding
enforcement or funding guarantees, the UN’s
ability to protect vulnerable populations was
severely limited.

3.1.5 Digital Threats, Disinformation, and
Emerging Technologies
The digital revolution has transformed every
aspect of governance, communication, and
security. However, it has also unleashed new
global threats that the UN is only beginning to
address, such as:
e (Cyberattacks on state infrastructure.
® The spread of disinformation and hate
speech online.
e Artificial intelligence and autonomous
weapons, raising ethical and legal

questions.
e Surveillance technologies and digital
authoritarianism.

In response, the UN has:
e Convened dialogues on cybersecurity
norms and responsible behavior in
cyberspace.

® Launched efforts to regulate Al ethics,
including initiatives through UNESCO
and other agencies.

o Held the Global Digital Compact
process, aiming to create inclusive, rights-
based governance of digital spaces.

But again, progress has been slow and
fragmented, largely because:

® States have conflicting interests in cyber
regulation.

® Tech companies hold more power than
many governments.

® There is no clear legal framework to
govern Al, data privacy, or digital warfare
at the global level.

This domain reveals one of the UN’s greatest
contemporary challenges: how to adapt global
governance structures to fast-moving, non-
territorial threats.

3.2 Institutional Reform Debates, Proposals, and
Resistance

The need for reform within the United Nations
has been widely acknowledged for decades — yet
meaningful, structural change remains slow,
partial, and often symbolic. Since the early 2000s,
as the organization took on broader mandates and
faced more complex global threats, calls for reform
grew louder, especially from the Global South,
civil society, and reform-minded leaders within the
UN itself.

But the path to reform has proven deeply
politicized and resistant to consensus, because it
cuts to the core of the UN’s power dynamics,
particularly the role of the Permanent Five (P5),
the institutional culture of the Secretariat, and the
competition between member states over
representation, legitimacy, and influence.

This section unpacks the major areas of UN
reform discourse and why meaningful change
remains elusive even as the need for reform grows
more urgent.

3.2.1 Security Council Reform: The Unfinished
Debate

Perhaps the most widely discussed and most
gridlocked area of reform is the UN Security
Council. Created in 1945 to reflect the Allied
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powers of World War II, its current composition
includes five permanent members (P5) with veto
power and ten non-permanent members elected
for two-year terms.
Critics argue that the Council is:
o Qutdated: It reflects a 1945 world order,
not a 21st-century geopolitical landscape.
® Unrepresentative: Regions like Africa,
Latin America, and large parts of Asia are
underrepresented.
® Unaccountable: The veto  gives
disproportionate power to five states,
often blocking action even in crises (e.g.,
Syria, Gaza, Ukraine).
e DPoliticized: Decisions are often shaped
more by great power interests than by
humanitarian  or legal  principles.

Reform proposals fall into several models:

o Expansion of permanent membership:
Countries like India, Germany, Japan,
and Brazil (the G4) seek permanent seats
without vetoes.

e Stronger regional representation: The
African Union supports a model with at
least two permanent African seats.

e Limiting or abolishing the veto in cases
of mass atrocities, as proposed by
initiatives like the Accountability,
Coherence, and Transparency (ACT)
group.

However, real reform is blocked by two major
barriers:

1. Amending the UN Charter requires
approval from two-thirds of member
states, including all P5 members who are
unlikely to reduce their own power.

2. Competing interests among reform
advocates: Different countries and
regions support different models,
preventing a unified reform proposal.

As a result, Security Council reform remains
symbolically important but practically stagnant,
reinforcing broader doubts about the UN'’s
legitimacy.

3.2.2 Secretariat and Bureaucratic Reform
The UN Secretariat, which includes the Secretary-
General and the departments responsible for
implementing UN programs, has also been the
target of reform efforts aimed at making the
institution:
® More efficient
® Less politicized
® More accountable
® More transparent
Successive Secretaries-General particularly Kofi
Annan, Ban Kimoon, and Anténio Guterres
have introduced internal reforms such as:
e Streamlining administrative processes
® Promoting gender parity and geographic
diversity in hiring
e Establishing  ethics  offices  and
whistleblower protections
® Creating a Resident Coordinator system
to improve field-level coordination across
agencies

Despite these efforts, major problems persist:

o The UN is often seen as overly
bureaucratic, with slow decision-making,
fragmented departments, and redundant
mandates.

o Funding is uneven and heavily donor-
driven, with voluntary contributions
often tied to political or national agendas.

e Lack of accountability in peacekeeping
and humanitarian operations has led to
scandals from sexual abuse allegations to
procurement corruption.

As one former UN official put it, “The problem is
not that we don’t know what needs to be
reformed, it’s that we can’t agree on how to do it.”

3.2.3 Financial Reform and Dependence on
Donors

The UN’s financial model has long been a source
of concern. Its core budget is funded through
mandatory contributions from member states
(based on GDP), but many programs, including
most humanitarian and development activities,
rely on voluntary contributions.

This creates several problems:
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e Over-reliance on a few major donors (like
the U.S., EU, Japan, and China), who can
influence priorities or threaten to
withhold funds.

® Unpredictable funding for key initiatives,
leading to operational delays or cutbacks.

® Tensions between
priorities and the needs identified by
recipient countries or field workers.

donor-driven

Financial reform proposals include:
e Creating assessed contributions for more
parts of the UN system.
® Increasing core funding to allow for more
stable planning.
e Establishing transparent budgeting and
results-based evaluations.
But again, these reforms run into political
resistance particularly from large donor countries
who prefer to fund specific agendas, rather than
strengthen the institution as a whole.

3.2.4 Civil Society Inclusion and Democratic
Legitimacy
Another key area of reform debate involves the
role  of «civil society, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), and grassroots actors.
While the UN claims to represent “we the
peoples,” its actual structures remain state-centric,
with limited channels for non-state participation.
Recent reform efforts have aimed to:
e Create more formal mechanisms for civil
society input into UN decision-making.
® Promote vyouth, indigenous, and
women’s representation in key UN

processes.
® Increase transparency and public
communication.

Platforms like UN Women, the UN Youth
Envoy, and multi-stakeholder climate forums
represent modest progress. However, the overall
architecture of the UN remains top-down, and
some states actively resist broader participation
seeing it as a threat to their sovereignty.

Thus, the challenge of reform is not just technical
or financial, it is fundamentally political. It
involves questions of who speaks for the global
community, who holds power, and how

legitimacy is defined in a world of rising
inequality and polarization.

3.3 New Power Dynamics and the Rise of
Multipolarity

One of the defining features of the 21st-century
international system has been the decline of
unipolarity and the rise of a multipolar global
order. After the Cold War, the United States
briefly held a dominant position in world affairs.
But over the past two decades, its relative influence
has waned, while new actors particularly China,
India, Brazil, and regional blocs like the
European Union and the African Union have
sought greater roles in shaping the rules of global
governance.

This shift toward multipolarity has reshaped the
context in which the United Nations operates,
creating both new opportunities for cooperation
and new sources of friction and paralysis. At the
same time, the distribution of power has become
more diffuse, involving not just states but also
corporations, regional organizations, and civil
society.

This section analyzes how the evolving global
power map has influenced the UN’s decision-
making, its authority, and its relevance in the eyes
of the international community.

3.3.1 The Decline of U.S. Hegemony and the
Limits of Leadership
For much of the post-1945 era, the United States
played a central role in the United Nations as a
founding member, a major funder, and a key
decision-maker in the Security Council. While
U.S. leadership helped build many parts of the
UN system (such as peacekeeping, development
aid, and international law), its dominance also
meant that UN policies often reflected Western
interests.
However, in the 21st century, the U.S. has
increasingly retreated from multilateralism:
e It refused to join the International
Criminal Court.
e [t withdrew from and re-entered the
Paris Agreement, illustrating instability
in global climate leadership.
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® Under various administrations, it has cut
funding or pulled out of agencies like
UNESCO, UNRWA, and the WHO.

e It has increasingly used unilateral
sanctions and interventions, often
outside UN frameworks.

This has raised questions about the credibility of
U.S. leadership and left a power vacuum in some
areas of global governance one that other actors

have rushed to fill.

3.3.2 The Rise of China and Competing Visions
of Global Order
China’s ascent has been one of the most
significant geopolitical shifts in recent decades. As
the world’s second-largest economy, a major
contributor to peacekeeping, and a permanent
member of the Security Council, China has
become increasingly active in shaping the UN
agenda.
China’s engagement has included:
® Increasing its financial contributions and
leadership roles in UN agencies (e.g., the
International Telecommunication
Union, FAO).
® Promoting concepts like the “community
of shared future for mankind” and non-
interference  in  internal  affairs
challenging Western narratives on human
rights and intervention.
® Supporting development through
institutions like the Belt and Road
Initiative, sometimes seen as an
alternative to traditional UN
development models.
However, China’s growing influence has also
sparked concern:
® Its resistance to human  rights
investigations in Xinjiang, Hong Kong,
and elsewhere.
e Itsveto is used in the Security Council on
issues involving Syria, Myanmar, and

North Korea.

e Its push to reshape norms around cyber
governance, sovereignty, and
surveillance.

This has contributed to a “normative
contestation” within the UN where different

powers seek to redefine the rules and values of the
international system.

3.3.3 Emerging Powers and Demands for Voice
Beyond China, other emerging powers such as
India, Brazil, South Africa, Indonesia, and
Turkey have also called for a more equitable
international order. Many of these countries:
e Contribute troops to peacekeeping.
® Advocate for Security Council reform.
® DPromote  South-South  cooperation
through groups like BRICS, IBSA, and
GT71.
e Call for greater representation in global
institutions, including the World Bank,
IMF, and UN bodies.
However, these states often face barriers to
influence:
® Resistance from the P5, who see rising
powers as competitors.
o Lack of unity among themselves (e.g.,
China and India’s rivalry).
® Domestic political challenges that limit
their international clout.
Still, their growing activism signals a shift away
from a Western-centric UN, toward a system
where multiple regional and ideological voices
demand a seat at the table.

3.3.4 Regional Organizations and Alternative
Multilateralism

As frustration with the UN’s limitations has
grown, many regions have begun building their
own multilateral frameworks. These include:

o The African Union (AU), which has
taken a more active role in peace and
security.

o The European Union (EU), which acts as
a bloc on many UN issues.

o ASEAN, CARICOM, and others that
push regional priorities.

These organizations sometimes supplement UN
efforts, but they also reflect a trend toward
decentralized global governance where states
increasingly “forum shop” to pursue their
interests.

Some fear this fragmentation will weaken the
UN’s central role, while others see it as a
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necessary complement to a slow-moving global

body.

3.3.5 Multipolarity and Institutional Paralysis
One of the paradoxes of multipolarity is that while
more actors have power, collective decision-
making becomes harder. In the UN context, this
has led to:

® Deadlock in the Security Council, with
great powers vetoing each other’s
initiatives.

e Competing agendas in the General
Assembly, where consensus is hard to
build.

e Institutional drift: where the UN
continues to function, but without bold
leadership or reform.

This has fueled debate over whether the UN is
becoming obsolete or whether it remains essential
precisely because of its neutrality and universality
in a divided world.

34 The UN in the Age of Populism,
Nationalism, and Geopolitical Tensions

The early 21st century has seen the rise of populist
and nationalist movements across many
countries. These trends challenge the foundations
of multilateralism, which depends on
cooperation, compromise, and respect for
international norms. For the United Nations a
body built on collective action and global
governance this poses a serious test.

Populist leaders often promote sovereignty-first
rhetoric, criticize international institutions as
elitist or ineffective, and prioritize national
interests over global concerns. These dynamics
impact the UN in multiple ways, from
undermining consensus-building to threatening
funding and cooperation.

3.4.1 Populism’s Challenge to Multilateralism
Populism’s skepticism of global institutions has
led to a rise in anti-UN rhetoric in some member
states. Some populist leaders frame the UN as:
® An elitist bureaucracy disconnected from
ordinary citizens.
® A threat to national sovereignty and
cultural identity.

e Ineffective in addressing real-world
problems.
Examples include the U.S. withdrawing from or
threatening to cut funding for UN bodies, Brexit
as a rejection of multilateral European
institutions, and similar movements in Brazil,
Hungary, and elsewhere.
This skepticism weakens the UN’s ability to foster
international  cooperation,  especially on
contentious issues like migration, climate change,
and human rights.

3.4.2 Nationalism and the Limits of Global
Solidarity
Nationalism emphasizes the primacy of the
nation-state, often at the expense of international
agreements. This can lead to:
® Resistance to international treaties or
agreements perceived as limiting
sovereignty.
® Reluctance to accept refugees or
participate in collective humanitarian
efforts.
® Increased bilateralism or regionalism, as
countries seek “better deals” outside
global frameworks.
Such attitudes complicate UN efforts in
peacekeeping, humanitarian aid, and norm
enforcement. For instance, nationalist politics
have influenced responses to crises in Syria,
Yemen, and Myanmar.

3.4.3 Geopolitical Tensions and Their Impact on
UN Functioning
Heightened geopolitical rivalries such as those
between the U.S. and China, Russia and the West,
or regional powers in the Middle East have created
deadlocks within UN decision-making.
These tensions manifest most clearly in the
Security Council, where vetoes often prevent
action on urgent conflicts, and in the General
Assembly, where consensus is difficult.
Moreover, geopolitical tensions spill into areas
like:

® Peacekeeping mandates and funding.

® The effectiveness of UN-led negotiations.

® Cooperation on global challenges such as

pandemics and climate change.
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3.4.4 The UN’s Response and Adaptation
Despite these challenges, the UN has sought ways
to adapt:

o Emphasizing inclusive diplomacy and

dialogue.
e Fostering partnerships with regional
organizations.

e Promoting agenda-setting on universally
recognized issues like climate and
pandemics.

e Supporting peacebuilding initiatives that
work within complex political realities.

The leadership of the Secretary-General plays a key
role in navigating these tensions, using the UN’s
moral authority to push for dialogue and
cooperation even in difficult times.

The United Nations and Emerging Global
Challenges

The 21st century has introduced complex global
challenges that transcend borders and require
coordinated international responses. Issues such
as climate change, global health pandemics, and
technological disruptions present both urgent
threats and opportunities for the United Nations
to demonstrate its continuing relevance. This
chapter examines how the UN has engaged with
these challenges through its evolving policies,
institutional ~ adaptations, and  multilateral
cooperation, drawing upon foundational
principles enshrined in the UN Charter and
subsequent UN resolutions.

4.1 Climate Change: A Test of Global
Cooperation

Climate change has emerged as one of the most
urgent and complex challenges facing the global
community in the 21st century. Unlike traditional
security threats, climate change transcends
national borders and requires an unprecedented
level of cooperation among countries with vastly
different economic interests and developmental
stages. The United Nations, grounded in
principles of collective action and international
cooperation as articulated in the UN Charter
(Article 1), has become a central actor in
facilitating global responses to this issue.

Evolution of the UN’s Role in Climate
Governance

The UN’s engagement with climate issues began
in earnest with the United Nations Conference
on the Human Environment held in Stockholm
in 1972, which laid the groundwork for
international environmental diplomacy. However,
the most significant institutional development
came with the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC),
adopted at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro
(1992). The UNFCCC established a framework
for global climate negotiations, with the core
objective  of  stabilizing  greenhouse  gas
concentrations to prevent dangerous
anthropogenic interference with the climate
system.

Subsequent UN initiatives, such as the Kyoto
Protocol (1997), marked the first legally binding
commitments for developed countries to reduce
emissions, reflecting the principle of common but
differentiated responsibilities enshrined in the
UNFCCC. However, the Kyoto Protocol faced
limitations due to non-participation by key
emitters like the United States and insufficient
commitments by emerging economies.

The Paris Agreement: A Milestone in
Multilateral Climate Action

The DParis Agreement (2015) represented a
watershed moment for global climate governance
under the UN’s auspices. Unlike Kyoto, the Paris
Agreement adopted a bottom-up approach,
allowing all parties to set nationally determined
contributions (NDCs) to reduce emissions, with a
collective goal to limit global warming to “well
below 2°C above pre-industrial levels”, and
pursue efforts to limit it to 1.5°C.

This agreement reflects the UN’s fundamental
role in bringing together nearly all member states
to agree on a common framework, highlighting
the organization's capacity to foster cooperation
even amid diverging national interests. The Paris
Agreement also emphasizes transparency, regular
reviews, and financial support for developing
countries, linking environmental goals with
sustainable development and equity concerns
consistent with the UN Charter’s emphasis on
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promoting social progress and better standards of

life (Article 1).

Challenges and Continuing Obstacles

Despite these achievements, the UN’s climate
efforts face substantial obstacles. One of the core
challenges is the voluntary nature of
commitments under the Paris Agreement. Unlike
traditional  treaties with legally binding
obligations, the success of climate action depends
largely on  political will and domestic
implementation, which varies significantly among
countries.

Moreover, the global North-South divide remains
a persistent source of tension. Developing
countries argue that developed nations bear
greater historical responsibility for emissions and
thus should provide more financial and
technological assistance. While mechanisms like
the Green Climate Fund aim to channel
resources, disbursement and adequacy remain
contentious issues.

Another challenge is the increasing frequency and
severity of climaterelated disasters from wildfires
and hurricanes to droughts and floods which
expose weaknesses in global disaster response
coordination and highlight the urgent need for
resilience-building initiatives. The UN Office for
Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) and other
agencies work to improve preparedness, but
political and resource constraints limit their
effectiveness.

Integration with Broader UN Mandates

Climate change is intricately linked to the UN’s
broader goals of peace, security, development, and
human rights. The UN Security Council has
increasingly recognized climate change as a “threat
multiplier” that exacerbates conflicts by fueling
resource scarcity and displacement. For example,
the Security Council’s discussions on the Sahel
region illustrate how climate stresses contribute to

instability.

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
adopted in 2015, integrate climate action (Goal
13) with goals addressing poverty reduction, clean
energy, and sustainable cities, reflecting a holistic

approach consistent with the UN Charter’s vision
of promoting human welfare.

4.2 Global Health and Pandemic Response
Global health crises such as pandemics represent a
profound challenge to the international
community, requiring swift, coordinated action
across borders. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed
both the indispensable role and the limitations of
the United Nations system in managing such
crises. The UN Charter’'s commitment to
promoting human rights, social progress, and
international cooperation (Preamble and Article
1) provides a strong normative foundation for
global health governance, yet the complexities of
sovereignty, capacity, and politics often hinder
effective responses.

The UN System’s Institutional Role in Global
Health

Within the UN framework, the World Health
Organization (WHO) serves as the lead specialized
agency responsible for coordinating international
health matters. Established in 1948, WHO’s
mandate aligns with the UN Charter’s objectives
of promoting human welfare and peaceful
cooperation by addressing threats to global public
health.

During health emergencies, WHO provides
technical guidance, epidemiological data, and
coordination support to member states. Other
UN bodies such as UNICEF focus on protecting
vulnerable populations, especially children, during
health crises, while the World Food Programme
(WFP) addresses food security concerns
exacerbated by pandemics. The UN Secretary-
General often plays a critical diplomatic role in
rallying international solidarity and ensuring
equitable access to resources.

The COVID-19 Pandemic: A Test Case

The COVID-19 crisis was the most significant
global health emergency in recent history,
illustrating both the strengths and weaknesses of
the UN system. WHO declared the outbreak a
Public Health Emergency of International
Concern (PHEIC) in January 2020, triggering
coordinated global efforts. The organization
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issued guidelines on testing, treatment, and

preventive measures and facilitated the COVAX

initiative, a global mechanism aimed at equitable
vaccine distribution.

However, the pandemic also exposed several

challenges:
® Delayed responses and fragmented

coordination: Variations in national

responses and delays in sharing data

slowed containment efforts.
® Vaccine Wealthier
countries prioritized securing vaccines for
their own populations, leaving lower-
income nations with limited access,
despite the UN’s calls for equity based on
human rights and fairness principles.

e DPolitical
questioned WHOQO’s recommendations or
withheld  cooperation,  complicating
efforts to maintain a unified front.

o Funding and resource constraints: The
pandemic  stretched UN  agencies’
resources thin, underscoring the need for
sustainable financing models.

nationalism:

tensions: Some states

Broader Implications for UN Global Health
Governance

The COVID-19 pandemic has emphasized the
need for reforms and enhanced cooperation in
global health governance. Key areas of focus
include:

o Strengthening WHO’s authority:
Debates continue around giving WHO
more enforcement power and improving
early warning systems to enable faster,
more decisive action.

® Improving coordination among UN
agencies: The pandemic highlighted the
importance of cohesive action across
health, food security, humanitarian aid,
and economic recovery sectors.

® Addressing health inequities: The
disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on
marginalized groups has reinforced the
UN’s commitment to social justice and
human rights.

o Linking health with peace and
development: Recognizing that health

emergencies can destabilize societies, the
UN promotes integrated approaches to
resilience building.

Case Study: The Role of the UN in the Ebola
Outbreak (2014-2016)

Before COVID-19, the UN’s response to the
Ebola outbreak in West Africa demonstrated how
its agencies can mobilize resources and coordinate
international aid effectively. The establishment of
the UN Mission for Ebola Emergency Response
(UNMEER) marked the first-ever UN emergency
health mission, combining peacekeeping logistics
with  health interventions. This response
underscored the value of the UN’s multilateral
framework in managing complex health crises,
while also highlighting the need for better
preparedness and quicker mobilization.

Integration with UN Charter Principles

The UN Charter’s emphasis on promoting social
progress and human rights underpins the
organization’s health initiatives. Article 1
highlights the importance of international
cooperation to solve economic, social, cultural,
and humanitarian problems. The pandemic
response thus reflects the UN’s broader mission
but also reveals tensions between respecting state
sovereignty and enforcing collective action.

4.3 Technological Change and Cyber
Governance

The rapid pace of technological innovation,
particularly in information and communication
technologies (ICT), artificial intelligence (Al), and
cyberspace, has transformed global interactions in
unprecedented ways. These developments offer
vast opportunities for economic growth, social
inclusion, and improved governance but also
introduce complex challenges related to security,
privacy, digital inequality, and ethical concerns.
The United Nations, tasked by its Charter with
promoting peace, security, and human rights, faces
the ongoing challenge of adapting its frameworks
to govern these emerging domains.
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The UN’s Evolving Role in Cyber Governance
Cybersecurity and digital governance have become
critical areas for the UN’s engagement, especially
as cyber threats increasingly affect state security,
critical infrastructure, and individual freedoms.
The United Nations has taken steps to develop
norms, facilitate dialogue, and coordinate
international responses to these challenges.

® The International Telecommunication
Union (ITU), a UN specialized agency,
plays a key role in managing global
telecommunications  standards  and
promoting digital inclusion.

® The UN has convened multiple expert
groups and working committees, such as
the Group of Governmental Experts
(GGE) on Developments in the Field of
Information and Telecommunications in
the Context of International Security, to
discuss responsible state behavior in
cyberspace.

e The Openended Working Group
(OEWG), established in 2019, aims to
broaden participation among member
states in negotiating norms and
confidence-building measures.

These forums embody the UN’s commitment to
multilateralism and consensus-building, core
principles enshrined in the UN Charter (Preamble
and Articles 1 and 2), by providing platforms for
dialogue among states with divergent interests and
capabilities.

Challenges in Establishing Cyber Norms
Efforts to regulate cyberspace face several hurdles:

e State sovereignty vs. global commons:
States are often reluctant to cede control
or accept binding agreements that might
limit their freedom of action in
cyberspace.

e Attribution difficulties: Identifying the
perpetrators of cyberattacks is technically
and politically complex, complicating
accountability.

® Diverse national interests: Developed
and developing countries have differing

priorities; some emphasize security, others
economic development or digital rights.

o Rapid technological change: The pace of
innovation often outstrips the ability of
international institutions to formulate
timely and effective regulations.

°

These challenges echo those faced by the UN in
other domains, such as peacekeeping and security,
highlighting the persistent tension between
sovereignty and collective security.

Case Study: Cybersecurity Norms and the UN
GGE

Since 2004, the UN GGE has produced a series of
reports outlining voluntary norms and principles
for responsible state behavior in cyberspace. For
instance, the 2015 GGE report proposed norms
such as states not targeting critical infrastructure
during peacetime and promoting international
cooperation.

While these recommendations are non-binding,
they represent significant progress in creating
shared expectations and confidence-building.
However, the group’s mandate has often been
limited by geopolitical rivalries, and the absence of
enforceable rules leaves gaps in deterrence and
response.

Addressing Ethical and Social Dimensions of
Technology

Beyond security, the UN is increasingly focusing
on the ethical use of Al, data privacy, and digital
inclusion to ensure that technological progress
benefits all people. Initiatives such as the UN
Secretary-General’s Roadmap for Digital
Cooperation emphasize the need to bridge the
digital divide and protect human rights online.
Efforts also include collaboration with civil
society, academia, and the private sector to
promote  transparency, accountability, and
responsible innovation.

Integration with UN Principles
Technological governance aligns with several UN
Charter principles:
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® The promotion of human rights (Article
1) extends to protecting privacy and
freedom of expression in digital spaces.

o The maintenance of international peace
and security requires addressing cyber
threats that can destabilize states or
provoke conflicts.

® The commitment to social progress and
better standards of life supports
leveraging technology for development
and inclusion.

4.4 UN’s Structural and Policy Adaptations

As global challenges become increasingly complex
and interconnected, the United Nations has
recognized the need to evolve its institutional
structures and policy approaches. These
adaptations aim to enhance coordination across
its diverse agencies, improve responsiveness to
emerging threats, and foster inclusive multilateral
cooperation in line with the UN Charter’s
foundational ~ principles of  maintaining
international peace and security, promoting
human rights, and encouraging social progress
(Preamble, Articles 1 and 2).

Enhancing Cross-Agency Coordination

One major focus has been breaking down silos

within the UN system to ensure a more unified

and efficient response to multidimensional crises.

o The UN System Chief Executives Board
for Coordination (CEB), established in
2001, brings together the heads of UN
agencies, funds, and programs to
coordinate policies and activities. This
mechanism  facilitates  information
sharing and joint planning on issues such
as climate change, health emergencies,
and humanitarian crises.
® The creation of UN Sustainable

Development Groups (UNSDGs) at the
country level integrates development,
humanitarian, and peace efforts to
address the root causes of conflict and
instability, reinforcing the Charter’s call
for comprehensive approaches to global
welfare.

These coordination efforts are intended to
enhance the UN’s effectiveness and coherence,
reducing duplication and ensuring resources are
deployed strategically.

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): A
Comprehensive Framework

Adopted in 2015, the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) represent a landmark
in global governance, encapsulating the UN’s
integrated vision of peace, prosperity, and
environmental stewardship. The SDGs address a
wide spectrum of issues from poverty and
inequality to climate action and global
partnerships reflecting the interconnected nature
of modern challenges.

The SDGs build upon the UN Charter’s mission
by:

® Promoting social progress and better
standards of life (Article 1).

o Emphasizing international cooperation
to solve economic, social, and
environmental problems.

® Recognizing the importance of human
rights and equity.

By providing measurable targets and timelines, the
SDGs serve as a roadmap for member states and
UN agencies to align policies and resources toward
sustainable and inclusive development.

Institutional Reform Efforts

Despite these advances, many analysts argue that
the UN’s core structures, especially the Security
Council, require reform to reflect contemporary
geopolitical realities and improve decision-
making.

o Calls for expansion of permanent and
non-permanent Security Council
members  reflect  concerns  about
legitimacy and representation, particularly
from emerging powers and developing
countries.

o Efforts to streamline peacekeeping
operations and improve rapid
deployment capabilities aim to overcome
past criticisms of bureaucratic delays and
inefficiency.
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® The establishment of new entities, such as
the UN Office for Disaster Risk
Reduction (UNDRR) and the
Technology Innovation Labs, shows a
willingness to innovate structurally.
These reforms seek to enhance the UN’s ability to
respond flexibly and decisively to new threats
while preserving the Charter’s balance between
state sovereignty and collective security.

Partnerships and Innovation

Recognizing that global challenges cannot be
tackled by governments alone, the UN has
increasingly embraced partnerships with civil
society, the private sector, academia, and regional
organizations.

e [Initiatives like the Global Compact
encourage businesses to align with UN
values on human rights, labor standards,
and environmental protection.

e Collaboration with tech companies and
think tanks supports the UN'’s efforts in
digital governance and Al ethics.

® Regional organizations, such as the
African Union (AU) and European
Union (EU), often partner with the UN
in peacekeeping, development, and
humanitarian  efforts, reflecting a
multilayered  governance  approach.

These partnerships embody the UN Charter’s
spirit of promoting cooperation among diverse
actors to address international challenges.
Challenges to Adaptation
While these adaptations represent progress, the
UN still faces significant hurdles:
e Institutional inertia and bureaucratic
complexity slow reform efforts.
® Member states’ competing interests and
geopolitical rivalries often stall consensus.
e Funding constraints limit the scope and
sustainability of new initiatives.
e Balancing innovation with respect for
established norms and legal frameworks

requires careful navigation.

Reform, Renewal, and the Future of the UN

5.1 Specific Reform Proposals and Debates
Since its inception in 1945, the United Nations
has been both praised for its contributions to
global peace and criticized for institutional
limitations that hamper its effectiveness.
Reflecting on the Charter’s foundational
principles such as “maintaining international
peace and security” (Article 1) and “equal rights
and self-determination of peoples” (Article 1) the
UN faces ongoing calls for reform to better fulfill
its mandate in the 21st century.

Security Council Reform

The most contentious reform debate centers on
the UN Security Council (UNSC), whose
permanent membership and veto powers reflect
the post-World War II power balance rather than
today’s geopolitical realities.

e Expansion of Membership: Emerging
powers and developing nations argue for
increased permanent seats to better
represent regions such as Africa, Latin
America, and Asia. Countries like Brazil,
India, Germany, and Japan have long
campaigned for permanent membership.

e  Veto Power Reform: Critics argue that
the veto, held by the five permanent
members (P5), can paralyze the Council
and prevent decisive action during crises.
Proposals include limiting veto use in
cases of mass atrocities or requiring
multiple countries to jointly exercise veto
power.

® Regional Representation: Some reforms
suggest regional groupings electing
permanent members to ensure diversity
while maintaining efficiency.

These reform efforts align with the Charter’s call
for “equal rights” but face significant resistance
from P5 members unwilling to dilute their
privileges.

Secretariat and Bureaucratic Reform

Reforming the UN Secretariat focuses on
improving  efficiency,
responsiveness:

transparency,  and
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e Leadership Selection: Proposals advocate
for a more meritbased, transparent
process to appoint the Secretary-General
and senior officials, reflecting the
Charter’s  emphasis on  “effective
cooperation” (Preamble).

e Streamlining Operations: Reducing
bureaucratic overlap among agencies and
enhancing coordination mechanisms
such as the Chief Executives Board for
Coordination (CEB) aim to make the UN
system more agile.

e Financial Sustainability: Strengthening
budget management and ensuring
predictable funding from member states
remain critical challenges.

Peacekeeping and Conflict Resolution Reforms
Building on the Charter’s mandate to “take
effective collective measures for the prevention
and removal of threats to the peace” (Article 1),
reform proposals in peacekeeping include:

o Rapid Deployment Forces: Establishing
standby rapid reaction forces to respond
swiftly to emerging conflicts.

® Improved Mandates and Rules of
Engagement: Clarifying peacekeepers’
roles to protect civilians and enforce peace
agreements.

o Enhanced Training and Accountability:
Strengthening training on human rights
and ensuring mechanisms to address
misconduct.

Debates on Institutional Adaptability and
Inclusiveness

Beyond structural reforms, broader debates focus
on the UN'’s ability to adapt to new challenges:

e Inclusiveness: Calls for  greater
participation of civil society, youth, and
marginalized groups in UN decision-
making processes.

e Digital Governance: The need for
frameworks addressing Al, cyber security,
and digital rights.

o (limate Action: Integrating
environmental security more centrally

into the UN’s peace and development
agendas.

Key Quotes from the UN Charter

®  “To maintain international peace and security,
and to that end: to take effective collective
measures for the prevention and removal of
threats to the peace” (Article 1) the ongoing
challenge is to reform the UN to meet this
ideal effectively.

® “To achieve international co-operation in
solving international problems of an economic,
social, cultural, or humanitarian character”
(Article 1) reforms must enhance the
UN’s ability to foster cooperation in an
increasingly complex world.

5.2 The Role of Emerging Powers in Reshaping
the UN

The post-World War II international order that
birthed the United Nations reflected the power
dynamics of its time, with the victorious Allied
powers occupying permanent seats on the Security
Council. However, the global landscape has
dramatically shifted over the past 80 years, with
emerging powers playing increasingly significant
roles in international affairs and demanding a
commensurate voice within the UN system.

Emerging Powers Challenging the Status Quo
Countries such as China, India, Brazil, South
Africa, and others have grown economically,
politically, and militarily, challenging the
monopoly of traditional powers (the P5) on
decision-making.

o China’s rise as a global superpower is
particularly notable, with its expanded
diplomatic  initiatives,  peacekeeping
contributions, and investments in UN
reform debates.

e India and Brazil have actively pushed for
Security Council reform to gain
permanent seats, emphasizing their roles
as large, democratic, and responsible
global actors.

o South Africa and other African states
advocate for African representation,
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citing the continent’s demographic weight

and contribution to UN peacekeeping.
These states argue that legitimacy and
effectiveness in the UN system depend on
reflecting current global realities, not just
historical ones.

Influence on Policy and Reform Discussions
Emerging powers have reshaped the UN agenda
by:

e Promoting South-South cooperation,
emphasizing development models that
prioritize sovereignty and non-
interference.

e Advocating for a multipolar world order,
which encourages power-sharing rather
than domination by a few states.

® Supporting reforms that address global

inequality,  including  development
finance, climate justice, and digital
divides.

® Increasing their role in peacekeeping
operations, sometimes leading or funding
missions in conflict zones.

Balancing Cooperation and Competition

While emerging powers often seek greater
influence, they also face internal and external
challenges:

e Diverse interests and regional rivalries can
complicate unified reform agendas.

e Some emerging powers emphasize
sovereignty and resist interventions,
which  can  clash  with  liberal
institutionalist ideals of collective security
and human rights.

® The rise of nationalism and protectionism
worldwide sometimes hinders cooperative
multilateralism.

These developments reflect tensions embedded in
the Charter, balancing sovereignty (Article 2(7))
with collective security and cooperation (Articles
1 and 2). Emerging powers’ calls for reform
highlight the ongoing negotiation between
respecting national autonomy and upholding
international responsibilities.

5.3 Summary and Overall Evaluation of the UN’s
Journey

The United Nations’ 80-year journey, from its
founding in San Francisco in 1945 to its present-
day global role, illustrates both remarkable
achievements and persistent challenges. As
envisioned in the UN Charter, the organization
was created to “save succeeding generations from
the scourge of war” and promote “social progress
and better standards of life” (Preamble). While it
has made significant strides toward these goals, the
UN’s history is also marked by institutional
stagnation and complex geopolitical realities.

Successes and Lasting Contributions

® The UN has been instrumental in
preventing global wars and mediating
conflicts, through peacekeeping missions,
diplomatic negotiations, and fostering
dialogue.

e It has played a pivotal role in human
rights promotion, exemplified by the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights
and numerous treaties.

® The UN’s frameworks for development,
including the Millennium Development
Goals and Sustainable Development
Goals, have galvanized international
cooperation on poverty reduction, health,
and environmental sustainability.

® Its efforts in humanitarian aid, norm-
setting, and multilateralism remain
foundational in global governance.

Persistent  Challenges and  Institutional
Stagnation

® The UN Security Council’s structure
remains a major bottleneck, with the veto
power often leading to paralysis during
critical crises.

e Institutional reforms face deep political
resistance, reflecting entrenched power
structures that limit the organization’s
agility.

o The UN struggles to keep pace with
evolving global challenges such as cyber
warfare, climate change, and pandemics,
requiring continuous adaptation.
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® There is tension between state
sovereignty and the need for collective
action, which complicates intervention in
humanitarian crises.

The Role of Emerging Powers and Changing
Global Dynamics

The rise of emerging powers signals a shift toward
a more multipolar world order, challenging the
UN to become more inclusive and representative.
Their growing influence in reform debates
highlights the need to modernize governance
structures while maintaining the UN’s core
principles of peace, justice, and cooperation.

Looking Ahead: The Future of the United
Nations
The UN stands at a crossroads its ability to
respond effectively to 2lstcentury challenges
depends on:
® Successful institutional reforms that
balance powersharing with decision-
making efficiency.
® Embracing technological and  social
changes to remain relevant.
® Strengthening multilateral cooperation
amidst rising nationalism and geopolitical
tensions.
e Upholding the Charter’s vision of a just
and peaceful world, adapting its means
without compromising its goals.

Final Reflection

The United Nations embodies the enduring
human aspiration for global peace and
cooperation, operating within the realities of
international politics. Its journey reveals the
tension between idealism and pragmatism, success
and stagnation. Understanding this balance is key
to shaping the UN’s future role in an ever-
changing world.

Conclusion

The United Nations, born out of the devastation
of World War II and founded on the principles
enshrined in the 1945 San Francisco Charter, has
played a vital role in shaping international
relations over the past 80 years. Its mission to

promote peace, security, human rights, and
development reflects a collective hope for a more
just and cooperative world. This paper has shown
that while the UN has achieved significant
successes such as preventing large-scale global
conflicts, advancing human rights norms, and
fostering development cooperation it has also
faced persistent challenges, notably institutional
stagnation and political gridlock.

The Security Council’s composition and veto
power continue to reflect a post-war power
structure that often limits the organization’s ability
to respond effectively to modern crises.
Meanwhile, the rise of emerging powers and
shifting global dynamics have added both
complexity and opportunity for reform,
underscoring the need for the UN to become
more inclusive and representative.

Looking forward, the United Nations stands at a
critical juncture. Its continued relevance depends
on its capacity to adapt structurally and
functionally while remaining true to its founding
principles. The organization must balance respect
for state sovereignty with the growing demands for
collective action on issues such as climate change,
pandemics, and digital governance.

Ultimately, the UN’s 80-year journey reveals the
persistent  tension between idealism and
realpolitik in international affairs. Understanding
this balance is essential for envisioning a future
where multilateral cooperation can effectively
address global challenges. As the UN evolves, its
success will depend not only on institutional
reforms but also on the political will of its member
states to embrace a shared responsibility for the
world’s peace and prosperity
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